
eaf Children and Youth:The
Danger of the Institutional
Setting

During the late 1980s and early
1990s, the deep, dark secret of the deaf commu-
nity began finally to be uncovered.Allegations of
sexual and physical abuse in institutions—at the
hands of professional administrators, staff, aides,
coaches and students—could no longer be swept
under the rug.2 This article will offer guidance to
law enforcement officers and allied professionals
to prepare them for some of the unique chal-
lenges of investigating abuse allegations involving
deaf children in institutional settings.

Background
A German measles epidemic in 1964-65 result-
ed in the birth of approximately 12,000 deaf
babies3 whose families were completely unpre-
pared to communicate with them or understand
their needs.Today, although German measles is
no longer a threat, it is still true that less than
10% of deaf babies are born into families with
deaf parents or siblings.4 This demonstrates two
things: 1) that heredity is not the primary cause
of deafness, and 2) that most deaf children born
into hearing families grow up with little or no
meaningful communication with family mem-
bers. Because of this, many typical interactions
between parent and child are delegated in the
case of deafness to therapists, teachers, coaches,
teacher aides and other professionals and para-
professionals who become involved in the
child’s life. Presently, there are 50 institutions of
special education for deaf children and youth.5

For many congenitally or pre-lingually deaf
children, the institution/deaf school becomes
the primary focal point of home, family, lan-
guage and culture.Values, mores, communica-
tion styles and modes, idioms, social techniques,
etc. are often associated with the school and
those who are there. Although “mainstreaming”
deaf children by educating them within their
homes and in hearing environments has
become more common in recent years6, many
deaf children are still educated in residential
institutional settings, away from their families.

This institutional setting, tragically for many
deaf children and youth, has proved to be
remarkably conducive to physical and sexual
abuse. For any child, most particularly a child
with a disability that involves communication,
an institutional setting offers them almost no
power or control over any aspect of their lives.
Routine rites of passage such as toilet training,
onset of menstruation or nocturnal emissions,
dating, etc. often become the stuff of gossip and
intimidation with professional staff, dorm work-
ers, or peers. Deaf children and teens are often
not believed by professionals (or even family
members) when they report abuse or molesta-
tion. Sometimes they are simply not understood.
In these situations, abusers often claim that a
misunderstanding has occurred, or that the child
simply fabricated the allegation to gain atten-
tion.With a limited ability to communicate and
speak for themselves to a hearing world, deaf
children and youth are not able to counter the
arguments of those who both speak for them
and abuse them.

Tips for Conducting Interviews and
Investigations in Cases Involving Deaf
Children in Deaf Schools or Institutions
1. For many deaf kids/youth, English is a second

language, and one that is not a good choice
for communication, whether written, spo-
ken/speech-read or otherwise. Some victims
(although relatively few) prefer English.
Unless you are fully confident that the victim
prefers English (receptively and expressively),
and unless you are extremely fluent in several
modes of sign language (ASL, PSE7, etc.), get
an independent, professional ASL interpreter
who is level III or higher. Beyond simply
complying with laws or accommodating the
victim’s disability, proper interpretation is
more likely to produce a report that is com-
plete, accurate and detailed enough.The vic-
tim deserves every bit of your skill and pro-
fessionalism, and this often cannot be provid-
ed without professional interpretation.
Provided there is no potential for conflict of
interest and if the victim appears comfortable
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with this individual, make all possible attempts to utilize the
same interpreter throughout the life of the case.

2. Do not use the organization’s staff to interpret or “assist” any
interviews with children or youth. This is not to imply that rou-
tine interviews of any involved or knowledgeable staff should
not take place. Rather, investigators should avoid using any per-
son whose obligation is to the employer to assist in any way
with another party’s statements or testimony.

3. Keep in mind that offenders are almost always close to their vic-
tims. Chances are that the abuser is a teacher, coach, family
member, neighbor, aide, para-professional staff (lunchroom,
groundskeeper, bus driver, etc.), peer of the victim, older child or
youth.Absolutely do not allow any family members or “friends”
to interpret in any way that will involve them or allow them to
see/hear the victim’s statements.

4. Be aware that all communications with an agency/organiza-
tion/institution should focus on obtaining specific facts: who,
what, when, where, how, etc. It is typical for public and private
entities to be more invested in their funding, licensing and rep-
utation than in finding and punishing offenders. Do not share
concerns, and do not ask more questions than absolutely nec-
essary.

5.As in the hearing world, not all abuse or molestation is per-
ceived by the victim as painful or negative. Skillful abusers
groom their victims and know each victim’s needs. Gifts, special
treats or trips, compliments, attention, and physical activity that
appears to be “loving” or “sexy” may be received as positive and
appropriate by the victim(s).

6. Most kids and youth attending or living in residences outside of
their home have little or no power over any activities or events
in their lives. Staff, religious authorities, older children, sports
professionals and medical professionals know almost everything
about them, and often they do not maintain confidentiality.As a
result, it can be very seductive and powerful for an abused child or
youth to refuse to disclose the nature of their abuse, simply because they
now have power. It is important for investigators to acknowledge
the power held by the child, and explain why disclosure is
important for the child and potential future victims.

Conclusion
Keep in mind that when anyone is suspected of having been
abused or molested, the issue at hand is the abuse and molestation.
The danger in situations of abuse with deaf children is that the dif-
ficulty in communicating and working with the deaf child will
instead become the central issue. Information gathering, rapport
building and a thorough investigation and prosecution of the case
must not be hampered because of a communication issue. Before
cases appear, multi-disciplinary teams (MDTs) should know where
and how to obtain ASL interpreters and other services or equip-
ment, so that a lack of knowledge and an inability to communicate
do not become the primary challenge to the detriment of the
child victim.

1 Executive Director, Deaf Abused Women and Children Advocacy Services.
For more information on DAWCAS, go to www.dawcas.org.TTY (518) 386-
6172.The author can be reached at mwambach@dawcas.org.

2 Ruth Tiechroeb, Abuse and Silence: Examining America’s Schools For the Deaf,
Seattle Post-Intelligencer, November 27, 2001 accessed July 14, 2005 at
http://seattlepi.nwsource.com/national/48233_deaf27.shtml.

3 Press Release, Centers for Disease Control, Rubella No Longer Major Public
Health Threat in United States (March 21, 2005) accessed July 14, 2005 at
http://www.cdc.gov/od/oc/media/pressrel/r050321.htm 

4 Id at supra note 2.

5 Id.

6 “Mainstreaming” refers to the idea of educating deaf children through com-
munity-based services and in their own home and school environments rather
than in residential settings.There are widely disparate opinions on the virtues
and drawbacks of mainstreaming. Proponents believe that the quality of a
mainstream education is better, and point out that children are less at risk for
abuse and molestation in their homes as opposed to residential settings.
Opponents believe, among other things, that Deaf Culture will suffer because
of mainstreaming since elements of Deaf Culture, history and language have
been most strongly promoted in the institutional setting. Most deaf people
agree that the mainstreaming model is very new, and remains in need of
tweaking, funding and public support. It should be noted here that Deaf activists
and leaders formally decided to adopt a capital D when referring to individuals whose
deafness was from birth, prior to acquiring spoken language, and often in tandem with
institutional education. In a broader sense, many people who identity as “deaf” do not
utilize the capital D, and may not feel that their hearing loss is a “cultural characteris-
tic.”To respect both groups, this article has utilized the capitalized “Deaf” term when
referring to Deaf Culture, and will otherwise use the small case, which is intended to
refer to all persons who identify as being deaf.

7 ASL, or American Sign Language, is a full visual language that has its own
syntax, vocabulary, idioms and colloquial usage. It is not based on English,
and actually has more in common with other languages that require identi-
fication of the subject before a description of it. ASL is modified by speed,
placement, size, repetition, facial expressions, and body language. PSE, or
Pidgin Sign English, is a signing mode that is somewhat between ASL and
English. PSE utilizes many ASL signs in a syntax that is more similar to
English, and also uses less visual modification techniques. Deaf people who
do not have a formal language (signed, written or verbal) are said to use
MLS, or minimal language skills communication, sometimes referred to as
“gestural communication.”
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